the Mauritshuis museum. The writer recounts: "But I didn't go to church on Sunday. Neither on any other day. I frequently went to the Mauritshuis, home to Vermeer and Fabritius, but not to Parkstraat's church" [20, p. 18] . It is almost as if the Museum had taken the place of the church for a Spanish Catholic.
Τhe Prado 2 was his primary museum space due to his personal experiences. Firstly, because of his frequent visits there as a young boy, before 1935, accompanied by his father [19, p. 195] , and, secondly, because of the many hours he chose to spend there during the years of his illegal communist activity in Madrid during the 1950s [19, pp. 198-199] .
The emblematic painting in Prado museum, Velasquez's work "Las Meninas" 3 , plays a central role in most of the works of the writer. The first "revivification", the moving of the work from Phillip IV's court in Madrid to its modern context, is mainly about the way in which Velasquez involves the onlooker as a reviewer in the painting's story. Semprun underlines the humanistic nature of the work, attributing it to the important role given to the human being as viewer. On another level, this is in agreement with the writer's view of the human being as the subject of history. In other words, Semprun models his use of paintings in his writings on Velasquez's inspiring self-inclusion as the painter in "Las Meninas" [6] . The painting is, thus, a centrepiece, due to its involvement in the discussion between the artist, the historical context and the viewer, a discussion with eternity itself.
With respect to the exhibition of the painting, Semprun was enthusiastic and keen on discovering a simple way of displaying it during the 1950s. The room where "Las Meninas" was exhibited in the Prado contained a large mirror which allowed visitors to view the work from multiple perspectives, and, therefore, to see themselves inside the painting too. That room in the Prado was prepared exclusively to house this painting. The mirror's surface allowed it to imitate the play of optical angles, initiated by the painting itself, in a way that is as evident as it is enigmatic [19, pp. 198-199] .
In 1998, when Semprun became Spain's Minister of Culture, the Prado museum, as expected, was found again at the centre of his attention. More specifically, the way of displaying Velasquez's and Goya's works, as well as the exiled "Guernica", were among his main preoccupations.
The long conversations about the return of "Guernica", the best known 20 th century work of art, to Spain and about Picasso's wish -which the painter himself shared with Semprun in 1961 in California [19, p . 189] -to exhibit "Guernica" in the Prado, led the minister-writer to believe that artists do not care about where they will be buried but about where their works will be exhibited. He adopts André Malraux's idea of an Imaginary Museum [19, p. 189; 2] : "Art has obviously not turned into religion, but it has turned into faith. The sacredness of painting is not the sacredness of the gods any longer, but the sacredness of the dead. Cézanne and Van Gogh care a lot more about having their paintings exhibited in the Louvre than having their bodies buried in Christian soil. The sacred land for Cézanne, Van Gogh, Degas, Matisse and Braque is the Louvre" [19, p. 189] . For Picasso, it is the Prado. For Semprun, the Prado is an ideal place for the juxtaposition of painters; this was, for him, the basis of Picasso's wish to have the "Guernica" exhibited there. He explains that Picasso wanted to be in the Prado so that his paintings would be next to Velasquez's and Goya's, and so that people could see where he came from, from which tradition. He underlines characteristically: "It was not for fun, nor games, that Picasso made 83 variations of Velasquez's 'Las Meninas' . That artistic obsession bore high stakes" [19, p. 189] .
Thus, for the Spanish Minister of Culture, the ideal way of exhibiting paintings in the museum is to create the sense of a certain juxtaposition of the painters. Semprun dreams about materializing the confrontation between Goya, Velasquez and Picasso. So, he proposed the juxtaposition inside the Prado of the three great Spanish painters and the way they conceived and rendered in their paintings three historic milestones of the country: Velasquez's "Surrender of Breda" (1634-1635), a city in the southern part of the Netherlands that was surrendered to the Spanish by the Dutch General while the defeated army pulled out with dignity, depicts the moment when the city key is handed over on 5 th June 1625, a scene full of humanity as opposed to the horror of the war 4 [1]; Goya's "3 May 1808", which depicts the execution of the Spanish patriots by the French powers on the hill of Principe Pio of Madrid, and in which the scream, the desperation and the barbarity of the war are visually portrayed 5 [9] ; and Picasso's "Guernica", painted after April 1937, when the holy Basque town was totally destroyed in just three and a half hours by the Falangist forces, the Spanish, Italian and German troops under German command. "Guernica" was transformed into a symbol of modern total warfare and became synonymous with the horrors of the civil war 6 [23] .
Τhe exhibition of those three brilliant works about Man and War, dating from the beginning of the 17 th century to the 19 th and the 20 th centuries, was a way by means of which the Minister of Spain wished to implement a conversation between the creators, the works and the contemporary viewer of the Prado museum. This was another way of stating that there are cases where art and politics must be regarded as inseparable.
In the Hague, in Mauritshuis 7 , Semprun's involvement with the paintings of Vermeer and Fabritius, from the golden era of Dutch painting [13, sparsim] , produced another kind of writing which could be named "Ekphrasis", an aesthetic description of a work of art combined, however, with a reflection on man, life and death through visual representations.
The experiential relation of Semprun with Mauritshaus, as mentioned earlier, began from his years of adolescence in the Hague, where Semprun's family first settled after leaving Madrid during the mid-1930s. Semprun's commentary, in his book La Deuxième Mort de Ramon Mercader [17] , on Vermeer's and Karel Fabritius' paintings exhibited there takes us to another level, from the dialogue between painters to the dialogue between the works of art and the knowledgeable spectator.
From a mainly historico-political perspective, the writer associates the presence of the Nieuwe Kerk in the "View of Delft" (c. 1660-1661) 8 [24, p. 72; 11, sparsim] with the Spanish resistance against Franco. If it is true that Vermeer painted, in his "View of Delft", the Nieuwe Kerk bathed in unrealistic light because this church housed the mausoleum of William of Orange, a ruler respected for his heroic resistance to the Spanish rule, Semprun, an exiled Spaniard, who had the power of the observer, transfers the painting to his contemporary historical context and appropriates the same building as a symbol of resistance against the Spanish supporters of Franco.
But, more generally, the writer attempts a new, exceptionally modern way of "ekphrasis" concerning the 'View of Delft' , describing it not only in words, as a continuation of "ut pittura poesis" [22] , but enriching it with the dynamic presence of the museum's visitors, who see their lives take on new meaning as they become linked to the painting, as a result of the meditation on the location of the source of light in the painting. In this way, the "ekphrasis" for a painting becomes fiction.
The first pages of the novel La Deuxième Mort de Ramon Mercader, which refers to the Cold War and focuses on the life, death and character of a spy who was an art connoisseur, constitute a complete analysis of Vermeer's work [17, pp. 13-33] and is characteristic of the fact that the writer pursued the autonomous publication of this first part of the book and its translation into English [18] .
A further aspect of the painting's reading is directly connected to Proust. It is known that the writer-hero in À la recherche du temps perdu, when facing the absolute perfection of Vermeer's work "The View of Delft", feels that his life has been worthless and dies in front of the painting [15; 10, p. 234; 8] . He conveys, therefore, the message that life is nothing and art is everything. For Semprun, the "View of Delft" also functions as a microcosm of the artistic creation, a model for every work of art. The painting, for him, is a dominating world where harmony exists between the details and the whole. It is a masterful amalgam of composition, light, colour and mood, which offers a path for the eye to follow and to create a world that would rival reality rather than leading one to death, as Proust suggests [12, p. 172] .
In Mauritshuis, after visiting the "View of Delft", Semprun pays tribute to the painting in the next room which he finds captivating and is related to Vermeer's Delft: Carel Fabritius' "The Goldfinch" (1654) 9 [11, pp. 260-263] . "The Goldfinch" is a chamber piece. A bird is sitting on its feeder, chained by its foot. In Fabritius' time, these birds were popular as pets. This is one of the few works we know by Fabritius because of the explosion of the gunpowder arsenal in Delft, which destroyed a large part of the town and in which the painter himself lost his life in October 1654. For the writer, the sad captive bird becomes the symbol of the destruction of the city and its painter. As the two paintings are exhibited in neighbouring rooms of Mauritshuis, the fact that Vermeer's "View of Delft", painted a few years after the explosion, shows no trace of the destruction leads to the conclusion that life has returned to normal. This message concludes the dialogue between the contemporary visitor to the Hague's Museum and the 17 th century Dutch paintings. Life finds a way back to normality, overcoming natural disasters and the personal defeats of artists and viewers.
Following the Spanish and Dutch baroque painting, two paintings, which constitute variations on the same subject and were created in early 17 th century Rome and Florence, are at the center of Semprun's work. From Italy, where they were originally created, they are symbolically transferred by the writer to Catholic Spain and the Spanish civil war of the 1930s.
Written in Spanish in 2003, Semprun's book "Veinte aῆos y un dia" [21; 16] starts with an "ekphrasis" of the panel 'Judith and Holofernes' . It is the first book of the writer, written in his mother tongue, and refers to the story of a family from Toledo, twenty years after the Spanish civil war had started, where Mercedes, a beautiful and enigmatic widow, is the central figure. The violent post-war Franco era is associated in the book with the biblical story of the beheading of the leader of the Assyrian people Holofernes by the beautiful Jewish widow, Judith. The beheading of Holofernes is the subject of many paintings and sculptures from the Renaissance and Baroque periods.
Artemisia Gentileschi painted twice the oft depicted biblical story. The first variation of the painting, exhibited today in Museum Capodimonte in Naples, was painted in Rome, where Gentileschi as a young woman was raped by a painter in her father's studio, an event which led to a notorious seventh-month trial in 1612 [3, Cat. n. 60]. The rape is frequently linked to her painting of Judith and is used to explain the cold and calculated violence this painting represents [4] . The Spanish Mercedes, central figure in Semprun's novel, encounters Gentileschi's paintings on her honeymoon trip in Naples. The view of the painting awakens her sexuality, which had been suppressed by the catechism of Catholic Spanish priests concerning the role of women in marriage. The heroine focuses more on the whiteness of Judith's shoulders, symbol of beauty, sensitivity and purity, despite the murderous act she committed. The blue dress, habitually the color of Virgin Mary's dress, stresses the purity of the central person of the painting. It is obvious that Semprun knows the comments of Garrand about the painting and its painter [7] , and sees the painting as a model of female liberation, depicting a confrontation of the sexes from a female point of view. The Italian painter of the 17 th century is identified with the young Catholic Spanish woman of the 20 th century [12, pp. 177-179] .
The second version of the painting, now in the Uffizi Gallery, was painted in Florence probably for Cosimo dei Medici and was completed around 1620 [3, Cat. n. 62]. In this version, Judith's face is more idealized and the scene is more theatrical, with blood spurting from Holofernes's neck. This associates it more closely in Semprun's novel with the Spanish Civil War. The adaptation of a biblical episode common in European culture, and the corollary association of Holofernes with the Ottoman danger, on the one hand, and of Judith with Christianity, on the other hand -let us recall Vivaldi's oratorio "Giuditha triumphans", which was commissioned to celebrate the victory of the Republic of Venice over the Ottomans during the siege of Corfu in 1716 -take on a new political dimension in Semprun's work. The scene is transformed into the vengeance of the losers of the Spanish Civil War on the winners. Furthermore, in Gentileschi's composition, the violent conflicts of lines and bodies, having as a central point the head of the dead Holofernes, are transformed through the story of the book into an image of Spain ravaged by Franco's presence.
All of the approaches to the paintings presented above and their multiple interpretations in Semprun's works suggest a revivification of the 17 th century paintings as they bring forward their relation to the contemporary spirit, the contemporary museum and the contemporary visitor. The main idea is that the painting is a historical object whose past must be related to the social and political conversation about the present.
